After having been blinded by Odysseus with a glowing stick, the Cyclops goes to sit at the entrance of the cave, with outstretched hands, hoping that, groping, he might at least still catch some of the men and kill them (Od 9, 416). He is now a blind man stretching out his hands to find out by feeling, groping and touching what the surrounding world looks like. In this famous scene from the Odyssey, the same word is used as that in Luke many centuries later, in the speech Paul delivers at the Areopagus in Athens (~T)Aa<t>aw).
INTRODUCTION
After having been blinded by Odysseus with a glowing stick, the Cyclops goes to sit at the entrance of the cave, with outstretched hands, hoping that, groping, he might at least still catch some of the men and kill them (Od 9, 416) . He is now a blind man stretching out his hands to find out by feeling, groping and touching what the surrounding world looks like. In this famous scene from the Odyssey, the same word is used as that in Luke many centuries later, in the speech Paul delivers at the Areopagus in Athens (~T)Aa<t>aw).
What is at stake here is the possibility of touching God. Because the combination "touching" and "God" is considered by many exegetes improbable, a more spiritual meaning is often suggested for the word. Instead of "groping, touching" one would have I Prof Dr Sjef van Tilborg participates as associate in the research project "Biblical theology and Hermeneutics", directed by Prof Dr Andries G van Aarde, Department of New Testament Studies, Faculty of Theology, University of Pretoria.
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"YET HE IS NOT FAR FROM EACH ONE OF US" (ACTS
17:27)
When R Lane Fox describes the Hellenistic notions of epiphany in his highly recommendable book Pagans and Christian/a, he begins with a reference to the scene in Acts which takes place in . After Paul has cured a cripple, the people shout, "The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men." They call Bamabas Zeus, and
Paul the spokesman Hermes. This story narrates an epiphany of the gods in a style actually existent in Greek culture even from the time of the Homeric epics. You must be prepared for the possibility that God would manifest itself in human form; that a god would be standing in front of you who speaks to you encouragingly, cures you of a sickness, orders you to build an altar, speaks words of encouragement to you in difficult circumstances or saves you from misery and need. In all sorts of circumstances gods can reveal themselves and you must be careful not to antagonise them by lacking in respect.
The Lystra story is not unique to Acts. Something similar happens to Paul again when a viper bites his hands upon his arrival in Malta after being shipwrecked. The residents of Malta at first think that the goddess Justice has apparently not yet been appeased; but when Paul does not die, then they know for sure that he is a god (28: 1-6).
This is a misunderstanding similar to that experienced too by Peter in connection with the centurion Comelius. When Peter enters his house, Comelius wants to "worship him, falling down at his feet" (10:25 
THE EPIPHANIES OF THE ANGELS
In the Asklepeion of Athens a relief has been found in which a male figure lies sleeping in bed. Hygieia and Asclepius stand on his right. The latter stretches out his hand to the patient. There are two servants who lay the man down on the bed (or lift him out of it).
They could be the temple personnel. The man's dream and the actual reality in the temple of Asclepius would then correspond. However, the two men could also belong to the personnel of Asclepius himself and then assist him in the intricate operation. In this case, the man on the bed would then have a complex dream in which a number of divine persons appear and several miraculous events take place. 13
From classical antiquity until well into the Middle Ages dreams and visions were the preferred places in which epiphanies happened. The book of Acts makes liberal use of them too. On the basis of classical dream theories, especially those of Artemidorus'
Oreinocritica, E R Dodds has distinguished a number of dream types, which I now summarize under the following three headings.14 All three types of dreams are also used by Luke:
13 See F Tvan Straaten, Daikrates' Dream: A Votive Relief from Kos, and Some Other kat'onar Dedications, in, Bulletin van Antieke Beschaving 51, 1976, 1-38 . The relief under discussion is printed as figure 7 and is described on page 3. And they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. And when they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; so, passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas.
And a vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of Macedonia was standing beseeching him and saying, "Come over to Macedonia and help us." And 15 See for example, also Od. 6,20/21, when Athens visits Nausikaa: "Like a breath of air the goddess sped to the couch of the maiden, and stood above her head, and spoke to her." In Mattew 1-2, the expression kat' onar is used several times: 'an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph, saying', and then, the divine instructions which Joseph has to execute follow: to marry Mary, although she is pregnant; to fly to Egypt with mother and child; to go back to Israel and to Galilee. Dodds (p. 105) refers also to Acts 23: 11: "The following nighl the Lord stood above his head (=Paul) and said, 'Take courage .... ".
when he had seen the vision, immediately he sought to go on into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.
It is an important turning point in the story of Acts and through all these manoeuvres and events the decision gets a rather special meaning. We are dealing here with predictive dreams which, because they directly predict the future, also have a sacred quality. This is possible, of course, in many ways.
The dream as a vision of what is going to happen
Sometimes there is practically an overlapping with the oracle dream. It is emphasized that you let yourself be led by God and use all the means available to find out what God wants from you.
The most detailed example in Acts is to be found in the conversion story of Cornelius and Peter in 10-11 :17 "About the ninth hour of the day he saw clearly in a vision an angel of God coming in and saying to him, 'Cornelius.' And he stared at him in terror and said, 'What is it, Lord?' And he said to him, 'Your prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God. And now send men to loppa and bring one Simon who is called Peter; he is lodging with Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the seaside. ", 16 Oneirocritica 1.2.
P F Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts: The Sociological and Political Motivations 0/ Lucan
Theology, Cambridge, 1987,94 points out that it is not through logical deduction that Peter comes to a conclusion but through the Holy Spirit who clarifies to him the meaning of the vision; D L Matson, Household Conversion Narratives in Acts: Pattern and Interpretation, Sheffield, 1996, 86-134 examines the connection between the spread of the Way and hospitality.
All in all this vision is recounted four times in the short span of the subsidiary story: as a narrative in 10:3-6; as a message to Peter (10:22); as a story told by Comelius to Peter (in 10:30-32); and within the story told by Peter to the believers in Jerusalem (11:13-14).
The only time that some addition is made, is when Comelius himself tells the story: "and behold, a man stood before me in bright apparel." As messengers of God, angels wear blazing white clothes. The vision itself is a mixture of past and future. Divine intervention thus happens on all levels: God gives a vision; God lets himself be heard within that vision; God sends messengers; God lets Peter respond in the right way;
and God lets it be known when the right steps are taken. There is an intensive form of co-operation between heaven and earth.
This vision can serve as a transition to a still more surprising reality: the direct appearance of angels who sometimes also intervene directly in the natural state of affairs.
In Acts, this distinction is once very explicitly put under discussion (12:7-11). Herod takes Peter as prisoner. Suddenly there appears an angel of the Lord over his head. The verb ETTEOTll is a word that typically belongs to those dreams in which the sleeper receives a visit from someone known to him or her. The story thus begins as a dream story. Everything that follows afterwards could also happen in a dream. The angel wakes Peter, lets him get up, lets him put on his clothes -belt, sandals, and cloakeverything narrated in sequence. During all these activities Peter is like someone who thinks he is seeing a vision: "And he went out and followed him; he did not know that what was done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision" (12:9). Only when the angel has brought him out in the street and suddenly has disappeared again, it is said, "and Peter came to himself, and said, 'Now I am sure that the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me. ",20 Angels appear in visions but they can also intervene physically in human reality:
• 1: 10: "Behold two men stood by them in white robes and said" See Od. 20, 90: "For this night again there lay by my (= Penelope's) side one like him (= Odysseus), and my heart was glad, for I believed it was no dream, but the truth at last"; see also Od. 19,547.
• 12:23: "Immediately an angel of the Lord smote him (= Herod).,,21
It is also an angel of God who, according to Stephen in his speech, has played an important role in the history of Israel.
• 7:30,35: "an angel appeared to him in the wilderness of Mount Sinai in a flame of fire in a bush"
• 7:38: "the angel who spoke to him (= Moses) at Mount Sinai"
• 7:53: "you (= Israel) who received the law as delivered by angels"
As in the history of Israel, so also now again angels are actively involved in carrying out
God's plan for humankind.
What is for me most surprising in the narrative is the fact that the people involved find this appearance totally matter-of-course. This is an indication that people (the characters in the story, as well as the supposed readers) carry on a form of intimacy with the heavenly which gives Acts a very specific, religious colour. When Saul is on the road to Damascus to arrest the followers of the Way and to bring them to Jerusalem, an epiphany comes over him which demonstrate close parallels to the revelation of God just described. It is an experience of God, which has great consequence for the rest of the story. It is a real irruption of the divine into human reality. The mode itself too exhibits certain parallels. Saul is suffused with light; he hears a voice but sees no one or in any case cannot see who it was; he gets to hear whose voice it is and receives an order. 23
THE EPIPHANIES OF JESUS
In the first version of this story his travel companions hear the voice but do not see who it is (9:7; neither does Saul!) In the second version they do see the light but they don't hear the voice (22:9). In the third version the story of Ananias is omitted totally and nothing more is said about the reaction of the travel companions. These are variants of the story of which one evidently should not make too much.
Indirectly, Saul had presumably already experienced a Jesus epiphany. For it seems reasonable to assume that Paul was present when Stephen held his big speech before the Sanhedrin, "and his face was like the face of an angel" (6: 15). At the end of his speech it was given to Stephen that the heavens opened for him, "and he saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God." That is what he also proclaims loudly, "Behold I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God" (7:55,56).
These Jesus epiphanies have a big impact and allure. They are, quite obviously,24 of another order than the Jesus epiphanies with which the book begins: the forty days during which Jesus stays with his apostles after his death. This going about of Jesus with his disciples is, in fact, presented so naturally that one tends to forget that this contact 23 K Loning, Die Saulustradition in der Apostelgeschichte, MUnster, 1973, 61-97 examines thoroughly the possible parallel texts in 2 Macc 3 and in Joseph and Aseneth. 24 The differences between the two types of stories are great. The appearance stories from the forty-day period tell about a much more human Jesus. Some exegetes conclude from this that for Luke Jesus is placed by God at his right-hand not immediately after his resurrection but only after his assumption into heaven; see in particular G Lohfink, Die Himmelfahrt Jesu: Untersuchungen zu den Himmelfahrts-und Erhohungstexten be; Lukas, Miinchen, 1971, 272. happens after the death of Jesus. It is indeed a privileged time (only certain persons get to see Jesus): ,"God raised him from the dead; and for many days he appeared to those who came up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem" (13: • 23: 11: when Paul is in prison, the Lord comes to him in the night and stands above his head, at the head of his bed, and encourages him again.
26
What is granted to other people is much more indirect. The people experience the power, the presence and the closeness of the heavenly Jesus not in a direct Jesus epiphany but through the use of his name. Peter anticipates this on Pentecost day, in his address to the people after the coming of the Spirit. He cites Joel 3:1-5, which ends with the sentence:
"And it shall be that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved" (Acts 2:21). 25 Whether this can have this meaning. sce the commentaries. Barrett, Acts I, 71 f, examines thoroughly the more literal meaning "to eat salt".
26 Only onc other time does the Lord appear in a vision to someone other than Paul, namely to Ananias (in 9: 10). But that vision takes place in the story of the epiphany to Saul on the road to Damascus.
him: "I would rather bring him (=Dionysus) offerings than, as victim, a mortal in combat with God, kick against the goads" (Bacchae 794-95).
It is this last sentence which is said by Paul in his speech before Festus and
Agrippa. -Jesus too has said in Hebrew to Saul: "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?
It is stubborn to kick against the goads" (26: 14). Saul, too, resists God's plans. He takes people prisoner. He has -together with others -condemned them to death. By means of torture he has attempted to force them to blaspheme. He has pursued them even outside their own country: "breathing threats and murder,,31 is how the author of Acts has summarized his behavior much earlier in the story (9: I).
Acts 26: 14 is an allusion, almost a quotation even. It is a sort of proverb;32 the tragedy Bacchae was still very well known then. 33 Moreover, the text is imbedded in a multitude of parallel references: 635; 1254/55 and the references in Acts.
In Acts 4 and 5 in the discussions which at first only Peter and John, but later the apostles as a group have with the Sanhedrin, this "struggle against God" plays a central role. 31 For the Hellenistic imbedding of this expression, see P W van der Horst, "Breathing thrcats and murdcr ... The Hellenistic Background of Acts 9:1", in P W van der Horst & G Mussics, Studies on the lIellenistic Background 0/ the New Testament, Utrecht, 1990, 164-176. 32 The text is also used in other contexts. See Aeschylus, Agamcmnon 1624; Pindar, Pythian 2, 95.
33 See on the papyri, E R Dodds, Bacchae, Oxford, 1960, Ivi-lix; E B Donovan, Euripides Papyri. I: Texts from Oxyrhynchus, New Haven-Toronto, 1969; J Roux, Euripide: Les bacchantes, Paris, 1970,91-93. Peter and John answer the Sanhedrin: "Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge" (4: 19), and in 5 :29 Peter and the apostles say, "We must obey God rather than men.,,34 In the speech of Gamaliel to the Sanhedrin even the word 8EO~axol is used: "You might even be found opposing God."
One must not put up any barriers against what God is planning to do with people;
on the contrary, one must let oneself be guided by it. A central word in this context is KWAUW -hinder, prevent, withstand: There is a close connection between this clearing the way for God and the sensitivity to the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God leads people and makes them follow the correct way. The Spirit is also the modality in which God lets himself be experienced. It is in Luke's view also the only form which makes God "epiphan". This appears most clearly perhaps from a story in Luke, that of the announcement by the angel of the birth of Jesus.
If one is ever going to speak of an epiphany of God, then it has to be with reference to this story. But even there it is at best a promise which will happen in the future, and then still in a modality that is very much toned down: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you" ( but also and in a very special way "by the power of the Holy Spirit" (see Acts 1 :8).
This is, of course, not the place to put under discussion the complete pneumatology of Luke. What is now relevant is to assert that the Spirit of God -sometimes called "Spirit of Jesus" (Acts 16:7), because he is poured out over people in this powerful form through the intercession of Jesus (1 :4, 8) -is a power which affects people, gives them strength in all sorts of difficulties, makes them go all over the world, and can come in totally unexpected moments, and then taking on many forms.
In these last considerations I return, in a way, to the questions I asked at the beginning of this article: is the nearness of God nearness in space or time? Can God or the divine manifest itself at any moment or in any form? Can we, being blind, still perceive it, by groping, when it touches us? The Pentecost story is, obviously, the prototype: the storm, the fire, the tongues of fire; the speaking in other tongues; the fulfilment of the prophecy of Joel (Acts 2). It is an event that repeats itself on a smaller scale a number of times:
• in 4:31 when the group is praying and when the place where they are gathered shakes;
• in 8: 17 when Peter and John lay their hands on the Samaritans and they receive the Spirit;
35 In Acts 7:3 it looks as if something similar is also said of Stephen, but what is written about him (in 7:55) is not that he has seen God ("the God of glory") but that he has seen "the glory of God" (7:55).
• in 9: 17 when Ananias lays his hands on Paul so that he from that moment on becomes the proclaimer of the Messiahship of Jesus;
• in 10:44 with the family of Cornelius who also go on to speak in tongues (see also 10:45,47; 11:15, 16; 15:8) ;
• in 19: 1-6 with the disciples of Apollo in Ephesus who also go on to speak in tongues and to prophesy.
It is said of all sorts of people that they "are filled with the Spirit" and that this Spirit gives them the power to perform their courageous, surprising and open-hearted deeds: the deacons in 6: 1-6; Stephen in a special way; Paul naturally (13 :9), but also the people who accompany him, Barnabas (11 :24) and his disciples (13:52), Apollos (18:25) and Agabus, the prophet (11 :28; 21:4). In Luke's view the pneuma is connected with matter one way or another. It is a powerful fluid, a sort of ether perhaps.36 The Spirit is wind, is fire; the Spirit influences the speech of people; he makes them speak in tongues; and he makes them speak openheartedly. The Spirit is the power which gives people the courage to bear suffering on account of Jesus, the Messiah; it is a physical force which causes earth-quakes; a power which sets people on long journeys, but also physically restrains them. It gives life and withholds life. The Spirit is a power which surrounds people: in him we live, and move, and have our being. He lets himself be experienced, often also very unexpectedly. God 36 See among others E Schweizer, in TWNT, sv TTvEu~a, page 404: "Lukas ist Hellenist. Das schlie13t in sich, da13 er sich Kraft nur in der Form der Substanz vorstellen kann."
